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        Ephemera

        /ɪˈfɛm(ə)rə,ɪˈfiːm(ə)rə/

        noun

        Things that exist, used or enjoyed for only a short time.

      

      

      

      Dear Reader,

      If happy endings are what you are looking for then you have come to the wrong place.

      I have always been more interested in the darker side of stories. The stories I grew up with always left me wondering. What about the enchantress who put the curse on the prince in the first place? Where did she come from? I wanted to know more about her. When aliens attack a planet, what goes through their minds? Are they merely hateful dominant creatures who want to destroy everything or are they deeper than that? Maybe they are just doing their jobs. There was always a small part of me that wanted the witch to eat Hansel and Gretel. And again, what about the witch? She was evil, no doubt about it, but I wanted to know more about her. What happens after the virgins are sacrificed to the volcano if no handsome hero is around to rescue them? In a world obsessed with popular culture, what does a god do when there is no one left who believes in them?

      If you are looking for possible answers to these and a few other questions, then you have come to the right place.

      These are not the kind of stories that get told so they ended up becoming the kind of stories I want to tell. These are the leftovers and afterthoughts that deserve as much attention as the bigger stories they are sometimes only a small part of.

      Storytelling is important to me and I wanted to share it in a way that is easily digestible and quick. We live in a world not of magic but of technology where content is consumed faster than it can be created. It’s becoming more difficult for storytellers to compete with the ping of a smartphone notification or the ever effective lure of a social media feed. This thought brought me to Ephemera, things that exist, used or enjoyed for only a short time. The stories in this collection are by their very nature ephemeral, however I hope the messages contained within them or the joy they bring are anything but. I invite you to put your electronic devices down and take a break from your world to go on a journey through the worlds that exist in these pages.

      Michael Ferguson

      
        
        Instagram: kweziferguson

        Twitter: @KweziFerguson

        Goodreads: Michael Ferguson

        YouTube: Michael Kwezi Ferguson
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            Choke, Gash, Umbra, Crispy and Carol

          

        

      

    

    
      Carol Pumpernickel knew a lot more than people gave her credit for. For example, she knew that she was far from the prettiest girl in school, in fact she was one of the ugliest. This was something she knew because the other children would never let her forget it. It also didn’t help that she was among her school’s poorest students. Mama did a lot of stuff she wasn’t supposed to while she was pregnant. The doctors said that was the reason Carol was held back in school a couple years. People thought that she was stupid, but she was just quiet.

      She didn’t know so much about English or mathematics or even how to make friends, but there were other things that Carol knew. Things that if people knew Carol knew they would be unhappy, perhaps even angry. Things that her friends in the house would tell her, and therein lies our story.

      Carol knew that Monica Russo touched herself while looking at videos of men doing dirty things to one another. She also knew Monica didn’t want her boyfriend Brad to know about it. But there was also something Brad didn’t want Monica to know: that he was doing dirty things to Monica’s mother. Dean Fry from Homeroom enjoyed killing small animals. He took them apart, trying to keep them alive as long as possible and then put them back together again. He enjoyed making them feel pain. It was because his daddy drank and beat his mama. Dean didn’t want to feel pain so he made the animals feel it for him. When he thought about killing a person for the first time, it gave him an erection.

      They got the house dirt cheap, that’s how Carol and Mama could afford to live there. Before the house they lived in a trailer park. When Grandad died eight years ago he left Mama some money and she used it to buy the house. Mama was always taking things no one else wanted and, sometimes, Carol felt like one of those things. It wasn’t a nice house like the kind you see on TV. On the outside the paint had long peeled off the walls, some of the windows were broken and weeds grew from the gutters and chimney. The weeds grew tall and straight up, like they were trying to get away from the house. The inside wasn’t much better. The parquet flooring had passed its glory days. The wooden panels were rotted and splintery, some had come loose and some were long gone. The walls were faded and stained and some had started to crumble from the damp. It was a sad house, but it was better than living in the trailer park.

      Carol didn’t think there was anything special about the house until she met her first friend. Carol was in the basement playing dolls when he peeped out from behind a stack of old paint cans. She wasn’t afraid of him because of the way he looked, she was afraid he was going to treat her like all the other children had always done.

      “Hello,” he said from behind the paint cans. He spoke like the wind blowing through a half open window. He then slowly came out of hiding and Carol got a good look at him. He didn’t look like the other boys Carol knew. He was so skinny and so pale that Carol thought if she looked at him hard enough she would see right through him. He looked sick, like he was dying or something and she worried he would give her whatever he had. He had a deep blue bruise all the way around his neck, a mark left by something that had been tied very tightly. His clothes weren’t the newest or the cleanest she had ever seen, but she was the last person to make judgements on that kind of thing. Maybe he also had a Mama who didn’t have a lot of money and didn’t do laundry as often as she should. Maybe he was like her?

      “Hi,” said Carol cautiously, holding onto her dolls a little tighter. She knew all too well that other children liked to take her toys away from her and sometimes even break them. That’s why she liked to play in the basement where no one would bother her, no one would hurt her.

      “I like your dolls,” he said coming closer. “What are their names?”

      Carol’s grip on her dolls tightened but she answered, “They aren’t so great. Mama got them for me at a jumble sale.” She held up the brunette with the wonky eye. “This is Francesca, she likes to drink tea and sing songs.” Then she held up the frizzy-haired blonde. “This is Vanessa, she drinks vodka, smokes a lot of cigarettes and sleeps until noon. She’s a lot like Mama.”

      “I think they are cool,” he said. “Can I play with you?”

      Carol thought she should say that boys aren’t supposed to play with dolls but she thought that was a stupid rule. Anybody should be able to do whatever they like, as long as they didn’t hurt anyone else.

      “Are you going to hurt me?” she said.

      “Why would I do that?” he asked plainly.

      “All the other children do,” she said, looking down at her shoes.

      “All the other children should be kicked in the head until their skulls crack open,” the boy replied.

      This made Carol laugh. “I’m Carol,” she said.

      “I’m Choke.”

      “Would you like to play with Francesca or Vanessa?” Carol asked, holding up both dolls for him to choose from. This was new to her, willingly offering up a toy to share instead of having it ripped away from her.

      “Vanessa please,” Choke said.

      A few weeks passed and soon the highlight of Carol’s day was getting home from school and heading down to the basement where she could play with her new friend. Carol and Choke filled the afternoons with tea parties and games of Hide and Seek. Choke was very good at it. No matter how carefully Carol picked her hiding spot it never took Choke long to find her. Finding Choke, on the other hand, took Carol what felt like forever sometimes. After a while it was decided that he wasn’t allowed to hide inside the walls anymore because it gave him an unfair advantage.

      “Choke,” said Carol in the middle of one of their tea parties, “you are my only friend.”

      “I don’t have to be,” said Choke as he poured himself his third cup of imaginary tea. “There are lots of us. We are just a bit shy. I can introduce you if you like?”

      “Are they all nice like you?”

      “Some of them are nicer,” he said, taking a sip from his teacup.

      Carol thought for a moment. It would be nice to make new friends but she was also scared. If they were all as nice as Choke said they were, then what was there to be afraid of?

      “I want to meet them,” she eventually said.

      Choke put his tea cup down and looked directly at her with his pale blue eyes. “Then you have to do something for me first. But don’t worry,” he said, “it’s easy peasy.”

      “What do you need me to do?” asked Carol, taking a sip of imaginary tea.

      “My friends are stuck somewhere else,” said Choke, “and they need someone like you to help them find their way here.”

      “What do you mean, someone like me?” asked Carol. Was he making fun of her? She couldn’t tell. He seemed so serious.

      “You are special,” said Choke.

      Carol liked hearing that she was special. She liked it so much she didn’t even care what Choke meant by it. No one had ever said it to her before, if they had then she would have remembered it. “What do I have to do?” she asked eagerly.

      Choke produced a stick of purple chalk from his pocket and held it up, “You need to draw a door.”

      “A door?” asked Carol.

      “A special door. The kind of special door that only someone special like you can draw. I will help you.”

      Carol thought that this was very strange indeed but it didn’t stop her from going all in. “Let’s do it. Where do you think a good place would be?”

      “That wall over there will do just fine,” said Choke, pointing to the back wall of the basement.

      Choke handed the stick of chalk to Carol. It was the big, fat kind that you use to draw on driveways and pavements. It glittered in her hand and was heavier than the sticks of chalk she’d held before. Her hands started to sweat. She wasn’t much of an artist. What if she did it wrong and Choke didn’t want to be her friend anymore?

      “Don’t worry,” said Choke. “It will be okay, I’ll help you.” He stood behind her, gently took her hand and guided it towards the grey wall. Time slowed down for Carol as she watched the chalk scrape along the wall, leaving a glittering trail of purple curls and swirls in its wake. She had no idea how long they had been drawing when Choke loosened his grip on her hand.

      “It’s done,” he said with a wide grin on his powdery face.

      Carol took a few steps back from the wall to admire their work. She tilted her head and squinted at the purple chalk drawing. “It doesn’t look like a door to me.”

      They had drawn a large circle with three smaller circles inside. In between each circle, going all the way around was writing. As bad as Carol was at school, even she could see that it wasn’t English. It looked more like the picture writing the ancient Egyptians used in their pyramids. In the middle of the drawing was an eye.

      “It’s perfect,” said Choke. He seemed different to Carol. He was looking at the wall the way Mama looked at an unopened bottle of vodka. Carol looked again, trying to see what Choke saw. The markings began to glow. The glow grew brighter until all the markings bled into one and Carol couldn’t tell them apart anymore. It was now a purple glowing hole in the wall and creatures started to step through.

      The others were arriving. More friends for Carol to play with. They looked very strange but Carol didn’t say anything. People had been commenting on her appearance for years and she knew how much it could hurt a person’s feelings.

      The first to come through the glowing door was a girl. At least Carol thought she was a girl because she had long hair that covered her face and went all the way to her ankles. She was skinny and grey like Choke but her skin was overrun with deep cuts and grazes. She had a funny walk too, like her legs didn’t work or it hurt her to move.

      “This is Gash,” said Choke. “She doesn’t speak much but she is very sweet.”

      Carol wondered if Gash would let her comb and braid her long, black hair.

      The second friend to come through the door was a tall shadow with horns and eyes that glowed yellow. He was a towering opaque darkness and the air in the basement grew cold upon his arrival.

      “This is Umbra,” said Choke. “He is very smart. He knows everyone’s secrets. He can tell you all the things people don’t want you to know.”

      The third to emerge from the door was a charred and bloody figure with oozing wounds. His flesh had been incinerated and what was left behind was standing in front of Carol now.

      “And this is Crispy,” said Choke.

      Crispy made a wheezing sound and smoke poured from his mouth. His striking blue eyes stared at Carol.

      Carol smiled, “We are definitely going to need more tea cups.”
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      Carol began to spend every moment of spare time she had in the basement with her new friends. She learned that there was no need to be nervous of them because Gash, Umbra and Crispy were just as nice to her as Choke was. They played her games and even taught her some special games of their own.

      Gash taught her how to move things without touching them.

      Umbra showed her how to see things when she looked at a person, but especially the things that they didn’t want anyone to know.

      Crispy showed her how to set fire to things just by thinking about it. They practiced on matches and made a game out of it.

      Choke showed her how to get people to do things she wanted. They started by practicing on spiders in the basement. Carol took to it naturally and found that within a few days she could make the spiders do backflips and run around. She and Choke would have races to see who could make their spider run the fastest.

      Mama didn’t notice anything. When she was not passed out drunk she was grateful that Carol wasn’t in her way, especially when she had one of her man friends over. Carol hated it when Mama brought men into the house. The man would disappear with Mama into her room and they wouldn’t come out for hours. Sometimes Carol could hear moaning coming from the room and other times crying. It wasn’t so much the men coming over that Carol had a problem with but rather the way Mama would be after the men left. Sometimes Mama would be sad and just lie in her bed for the rest of the day, crying. Other times, Mama would be in a terrible mood and break things in the house. It scared Carol.

      One afternoon while Carol and her friends were in the basement playing a game of Matches, they heard a lot of noise coming from Mama’s room. It was so loud Carol couldn’t concentrate on lighting her match, something that she normally had no trouble doing. She frowned and threw the unlit match to the ground.

      The friends were quiet until Choke decided to say something. “We can make him go away if you like. Somewhere so far he will never come back.”

      “How?” asked Carol.

      “We can do lots of things,” said Gash.

      “You don’t just want him to go away,” said Umbra. “You want him to suffer.”

      Carol nodded.

      “We can make that happen too,” said Gash, with a smile across her slashed up face.

      They waited until they heard Mama’s bedroom door open. The man was letting himself out.

      “I’ll get him” said Gash.

      “What if Mama sees you?” Carol asked in a panic.

      “She won’t.” Gash sounded very confident and Carol didn’t want to argue with her.

      Gash started up the stairs of the basement and the closer she got to the door the more her looks changed. The cuts and slices closed and healed, leaving behind perfect healthy skin, free of scars. Her long hair was the cleanest Carol had ever seen it. Gash looked prettier than even the prettiest girl at school. Once she was at the top of the stairs, Gash turned back to look at Carol. Gash smiled and put her index finger to her plump, red lips, signalling Carol to be still. The door clicked and Gash slipped into the main body of the house.

      Gash was not gone long before the door opened again. Carol hid behind the stack of paint cans where she had first met Choke. The rest of her friends vanished into the shadows where they hid best. She had a pretty good view of the basement if she stayed on her haunches and peeped between the gaps in the cans. Gash was on her way down again, still looking beautiful. The man was following her. He was heavy and the wooden stairs creaked loudly under his weight. Carol could smell the booze on him before he even got to the foot of the stairs. She wanted to use the tricks Umbra had taught her, she wanted to look inside of him and see all his dirty secrets but she stopped herself. It was better that she didn’t look. She might find something that would deeply disturb her.

      “It’s no wonder Vanessa keeps you hidden away,” the man slurred. He had not even bothered to do his belt up properly. “If I had known she had such a sexy little thing for a daughter I would have started coming to you ages ago. Vanessa is great and all but that crashmat has had a few poundings too many, if you know what I mean.” The man chortled at his own joke and Gash looked over her shoulder at him with a look that beckoned him closer.

      “You wanna do it in here?” he asked.

      Gash nodded in response.

      “Whatever you like, sweet pea,” he said while unzipping his fly and letting his trousers fall around his ankles.

      As Gash turned to face the man she returned to her true form of slash-ridden skin and matted hair, but there was something different this time. Her eyes were aflame with a sick yellow light and her sweet smile had given way to a mouthful of hideous sharp teeth. “Give it to me, daddy,” she said in a deep voice that did not belong to her.

      The man snorted as he tripped over his own pants, hitting his head against the concrete floor with a whack that echoed through the basement. Gash drew closer to him and he looked on in terror as hundreds of thin, purple tentacles emerged from the cuts on her body. The man tried to scream but could only muster a strained moan. All the colour had gone from his face and his eyes were wide with terror. Gash’s slimy tentacles grew longer still and slithered towards him, winding their way around his body and caressing his face. He was still trying to scream but was unable to make anything more than a long, high-pitched squeak. A foul-smelling smoke began to rise from his skin as the tentacles melted his clothes and flesh. They were wrapped around him tightly, now restricting his movement to sharp shudders and squirms of pain. He stopped moving before the rest of his flesh melted away, until there was nothing left of him but a small black puddle on the basement floor.

      “Are there others?” asked Umbra.

      “What others?” Carol asked.

      “Others who have hurt you,” said Gash as the tentacles drew back inside her body. Her chest was heaving like she’d just run a marathon.

      “Others who have made you suffer,” said Choke

      “Others who you want to make pay,” rasped Crispy in his smoke ravaged voice.

      Carol thought of all the children at school and in the neighbourhood who made fun of her because she was slow. The ones who called her ugly and broke her toys. She thought of all the people who made her feel alone. Then she looked at her four new friends who had shown her kindness and had defended her. “Yes,” she replied.

      “Bring them to us,” the new friends said in chorus. “Use what we have taught you and bring them to us. Bring them all to us and we will make them pay.”

      So she did.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            2

          

          
            Murky Waters

          

        

      

    

    
      Fāxiàn stood on his boat and looked over the deep muddy waters of the Yellow River, his small red fishing boat rocked gently near the bank. If only it were fish they had come in search of.

      The sun had not begun to rise but the birds in the trees on the riverbanks were wide awake. They chirped and squawked and cheeped, letting each other and the rest of the world know they had made it through another night. The old boatman leaned on his oar, lit a cigarette and took a long drag, making the ember on the end glow brilliant red.

      David rubbed his eyes. “No one should be up at this time of the morning.”

      “I’m afraid he’s not much of a talker,” said Jiang. They were both standing on the riverbank waiting for Fāxiàn to invite them onto the boat.

      “That might be a bit of a problem,” said David, “seeing as I’ve been sent here to interview him. But I guess that’s what I have you for.” David was surprised his editor signed off on paying for an interpreter and guide whose English was so good. Jiang had been the only good thing to happen to David on this trip so far. His flight had been crowded and everyone he had met since arriving in China had been unfriendly, with the exception of Jiang. The crack house of a hotel David was staying in was a cockroach-infested hellhole with broken air conditioning. When David saw the Western style toilet in his room he counted it as a blessing until he noticed the leak coming from the U-bend.

      “He told me that he didn’t want to do the interview,” said Jiang.

      David chuckled. “Well my editor told me he didn’t want to do the interview for free.”

      “Money talks around here,” said Jiang, shrugging. “Lanzhou is a desperate place riddled with poverty and crime, people do what they must to survive.”

      “And is that how our friend here,” said David motioning toward Fāxiàn, “came into this grizzly profession?”

      “He is just one in a whole group of men who go corpse fishing here,” said Jiang. “They all have their own reasons but the money is definitely the main one.”

      “Five hundred dollars a body you say?” David asked, getting his notepad out.

      “Sometimes more if the person is from a wealthy family or an important politician,” said Jiang.

      “Politicians end up in this river?” David asked, taking notes.

      “You would be surprised,” said Jiang. “The Yellow River does not claim the life of every corpse that finds its way to the water. The river is used as a dumping ground for murder victims, those who take their own lives and those who nobody wants to be responsible for any longer. The people in the region know, if someone you love is missing, the river is the first place you come looking for them.”

      “Why does it smell so bad?” asked David. The stench draped in the air like the tattered curtains in the windows of all the hovels he had driven past on his way to the river.

      “People treat the river like a dump,” said Jiang. “The smell is mostly from the abattoirs dumping whatever pig meat they can’t use into the river but there is a lot of other pollution as well. The wet market stall owners throw their leftover stock in too. Some people call this river the Mother of the Nation, but most call it the River of Sorrow. It has flooded and changed course more times than people can remember and claimed many lives every time.”

      “And knowing all of this we are still going to climb on a boat and row right into the middle of all the dead bodies and pig guts and sorrow?” David asked.

      “That’s what you wanted right?” asked Jiang. “A day out on the river with a corpse fisherman?”

      “What I want is a Pulitzer Prize in journalism,” said David, “but I guess this beats getting blown to smithereens by an IED in Afghanistan.”

      David’s young tour guide shook his head and let out a laugh that came from the bottom of his stomach. “You Westerners are so funny! Even better than in the movies.” Jiang’s smile was the widest thing about him, the man looked like someone dressed a stick insect in a button up shirt and baseball cap. There wasn’t an inch of the guy that wasn’t sinewy and angular. It was a good smile, genuine and full and he had all his teeth, which is more than could be said for Fāxiàn. Earlier the corpse fisherman had yawned and David counted a total of five brittle warn down teeth.

      Fāxiàn thumped his oar into the floor of the boat and called out to Jiang in Chinese. His voice was gruff from a lifetime of strong tobacco and baijiu.

      “He says it’s time to go,” said Jiang.

      David had never been comfortable on water, much preferring dry land. He didn’t like all the unsteady rocking under his feet or how he couldn’t see what was going on beneath the surface. Taking a deep breath and making sure the life jacket he had brought from home was securely fastened, he stepped off the riverbank and into the rickety boat. The appearance of the boat had not instilled much confidence when David was on land but now that he was actually inside, he had no idea how they were staying afloat. Water spilled in over the sides and soaked David’s shoes.

      “Don’t worry,” said Jiang. “This is a calm part of the river where everything that falls in comes to settle. There is no danger here.”

      David looked out over the light brown waters of the river softly swerving past its banks. He wondered what kind of horrors it secretly carried under the cover of silt. “I’ll try keep that in mind,” he said.

      The sun was making its appearance, casting its light over the river and aiding Fāxiàn in his search for bodies in the water. A rattle made its way up David’s spine and the hair on his arms stood at attention.

      Fāxiàn dipped his oar into the water and set the boat in motion. David was glad he had come in summer. It did mean the smell of rot was worse but at least he wasn’t freezing his ass off. He watched Fāxiàn row while his wrinkle-framed eyes scanned the river, paying close attention to the low hanging branches growing from the bank. Jiang said bodies sometimes got caught and tangled up in these branches, bringing their tragic journey down the river to an end.

      They travelled gently further down the river guided by Fāxiàn’s steady oaring. It wasn’t long before the temperate morning sun turned uncomfortably hot. Sweat poured down David’s face and neck, drenching his shirt. He took a swig from the bottle of water he had brought with. It had been nice and chilled when he had bought it earlier that morning but now it was warm and offered little comfort from the cooking heat.

      “So out of all the stories you could have been sent on, how did you get this one?” Jiang asked. His tan skin was shiny with a layer of sweat that glistened in the bright sunlight.

      “I’m afraid of water and my editor has a sick sense of humour,” said David.

      “Water is a funny thing to be afraid of,” said Jiang, reaching his hand over the side of the boat and holding it against the flow. “If the river is flooding then it’s good to be afraid, but other than that, there is nothing to fear.”

      “Yeah well there isn’t anything funny about drowning,” said David.

      “Don’t you know how to swim?” Jiang asked, drying his hand off on his cargo pants and pointing at David’s life jacket.

      “I can swim fine,” said David, “This is just a precaution.” He tugged on the straps of the lifejacket.

      “Then why are you so nervous?” Jiang pried.

      David bit his bottom lip. He didn’t want to make a fool of himself but his face was betraying him. What did it matter anyway? This time tomorrow he’d be on his way back home, never to see Jiang again. “There was an incident,” said David. “When I was very young – about five or six. My family went on holiday to the seaside and I nearly drowned. It’s not a debilitating fear, I’m just not very comfortable around large bodies of water.”

      “Oh…” said Jiang. “I was going to give you some facts about the river but now I think it’s best if I don’t say.”

      “I’m a big boy,” said David, straightening his posture. “I can handle it.”

      Jiang shrugged, “Legend says the river never really gives up her dead. Even if the bodies are recovered their spirits are forever trapped inside her waters.”

      David frowned. “Yeah, maybe you are right. Let’s keep the facts to a minimum.”

      Fāxiàn began to speak to Jiang in Chinese and for the first time it was more than just one or two words. While he spoke he didn’t look away from the water.

      “He says his son was taken by the river,” Jiang translated. “It happened during a flood many years ago. His son’s body was never found. That’s why he became a corpse fisherman, so that he can be close to his son. He searches the river to provide people with the closure and comfort that he never had.”

      David made notes of Fāxiàn’s words. It was good material, the kind of thing his editor went gaga for. That and the fact that the man and others like him were getting paid five hundred dollars a body.

      Fāxiàn’s attention was caught by something and he leaned forward in the boat before pointing to a section of the riverbank.

      “He’s found a body,” said Jiang.

      Fāxiàn steered the boat towards the left bank of the river where a corpse floated facedown, caught in the low hanging branches of a nearby tree. The boat drew closer and Fāxiàn got up, picking up a pole with a thick metal hook duct taped to the end. He reached over with the pole and got hold of the corpse. The blunt hook tore right through the flesh, impaling the side of the body just below the armpit.

      Fāxiàn pulled the swollen waterlogged corpse closer to the boat and the smell hit David like a punch to the face. The stench of rot was so sickening and overwhelming David’s stomach did cartwheels. It wasn’t the kind of smell that knocked politely at your nostrils and gently wafted in. It was the kind of smell that broke the door down and forced itself all the way down your throat. It made the air thick and heavy with death. It got behind your eyes and saturated your vision.

      Fāxiàn leaned over the side of the boat making the whole thing tilt in the water. David grabbed hold of the side, driving dry splinters into both his palms but this didn’t stop him from tightening his grip. When the top half of the fisherman’s body reappeared inside the boat it pulled the corpse on board with it. David backed away as far as he could without letting go of the side of the boat. The vessel was now rocking back and forth harder than ever. David was convinced it would capsize.

      The boat settled with the dead body lying face up inside, not that it had much of a face left. Crabs and fish had eaten away at the eyes and lips, creating a disturbing smile on what David thought must have once been a woman’s pretty face. Her long black hair lay in wet clumps and tangles over her chest.

      Fāxiàn went straight back to rowing, business as usual. With the boat finally stable David let go, his splintered hands oozing blood.

      “I have a first aid kit in my scooter,” said Jiang. “I can help you get that cleaned up.”

      “Thanks,” said David, unable to take his eyes off the dead woman. Her head was twisted away from him at an unnatural angle. Her skin was a waxy grey colour under the torn up summer dress that clung to her. Covering his mouth and nose with his bloodied hand, he leaned in a little closer to get a better look. He had never been this close to a dead person before.

      “It’s so strange,” he said to Jiang. “To think that this was a person with a life, friends and family and now she’s just this hollow thing lying in front of us. What do you think happened to her?”

      Jiang shrugged. “I’m not a doctor but her neck looks broken. She could have been murdered, but depending on how far up river she was from, if she jumped from a bridge it could have broken when she hit the water.”

      David leaned in even closer. A fly was crawling on the swollen remnants of her cheek. It rubbed its legs together before disappearing inside her empty eye socket. David drew closer, his eyes trying to follow the fly in.

      The corpse then turned its neck with a loud pop, looked straight at him and said through its lipless mouth, “Will you be mine?”

      David flew backwards, rocking the boat and losing his balance. The sound he made was a harsh wheeze caused by air entering his throat in a hard gasp instead of leaving it in a scream. David’s back hit the water and he went under. Instead of floating back up like he expected, something wrapped itself around his ankle and pulled him further down. The lifejacket pushed up against David’s neck, its sharp seams grating against his skin. He opened his eyes and looked down to try see what was pulling him. The few beams of sunlight that broke through the silt and danced in the water were of little help. All David could see below him was an abyss from which nothing ever returned. The darkness was reaching out to him like withered hands trying to grab at his life and take it for themselves. He kicked against the force that clung to his ankle, reached down at it, tried to knock it away but it was no good. He sank further and his lungs began to burn for breath.

      He was dragged towards small balls of yellow light that were emerging from the abyss, floating like seeds on a breeze. They were not the same yellow as sunshine or candle light. These glowing orbs shone the colour of jaundice, pus and bile. His chest was ready to burst. He did not know how much longer he could resist taking in two lungful’s of water and sealing his fate. Something grabbed David around the waist and pulled him upward, breaking the grip on what was holding his ankle. His body broke the surface of the water with a splash and he took a massive gulp of air. He was back in the boat with Jiang and Fāxiàn standing over him. He looked to his right. The body of the woman was lying next to him.

      “Thank you,” he spluttered. “I was in so deep, I couldn’t get out, and something was pulling me down.”

      “What are you talking about?” Jiang asked. “You fell in and were floating face down in the water the whole time. Your body never even went completely under the surface.”

      “What?” David asked sitting up. He scooted away from the dead body and sat against the side of the boat, water dripping from his hair.

      “We thought you had passed out or something,” said Jiang. “Why did you fall out the boat?”

      David looked at the body of the woman. “I don’t know,” he said wiping the water off his face, not wanting to sound any crazier than he already did.
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      The ride to the cove was silent. David sat facing away from the body and kept his eyes on the floor of the boat. He didn’t want to look at the river either. He just wanted the trip to be over. Jiang explained that Fāxiàn took the bodies to the cove so they would be protected from the current. The small cove was also used as a meeting point for loved ones to identify and pay for the salvaged bodies.

      The cove was little more than a small sheltered riverbank that cradled the water. Thanks to the way the river had formed the current there was almost non-existent. The trees and foliage grew thick and wild on this part of the riverbank. David realised for the first time how isolated they were out here. He wondered who would come looking for their bodies if something happened to them. The sun was high but grey clouds had begun to roll in, bringing some relief from the heat. David wished for rain.

      “So what happens now?” David asked as the boat rocked gently in the shallow water.

      “We wait,” said Jiang. “Fāxiàn has arranged with a family looking for a lost loved one to meet here soon.”

      “Why don’t the police handle this?” David asked. “The whole thing feels illegal and to be honest, extortionist.”

      “So much for objective journalism,” said Jiang. “I hope you don’t let your bias opinions pollute your article. People are happy to pay Fāxiàn. They are happy to have found their loved ones, happy to have closure and Fāxiàn is happy to be able to pay his bills. The cops here don’t care anyway, they use missing person’s reports for toilet paper. Even if the police did handle it, then Fāxiàn and the rest of the boatmen would lose out on money. The cops have their hands full with serious crime.”

      “I’m sorry,” said David, truly embarrassed, especially at his journalistic integrity being called into question. “You are right. I shouldn’t judge, I’m not from around here so I wouldn’t understand.”

      They waited in more silence as the clouds rolled in thicker and darker while thunder rumbled in the distance. Fat drops of rain began to beat down from the sky, hitting the river in a million little explosions. The three men and the corpse in the boat were drenched in seconds. They remained in the boat just off the shore until a flashing light blinked at them from the bushes. This was apparently the signal Fāxiàn had been waiting for. As soon as he saw the light he paddled the boat onto the shore. David climbed out of the boat and his feet sank into the sticky claylike mud of the wet river bank.

      “It would be best if we wait here while he conducts his business,” said Jiang.

      “Fair enough,” said David.

      Fāxiàn grabbed the body of the dead woman under her arms and dragged her from the boat, her bare heels digging tracks in the mud. Fāxiàn set the body down while Jiang and David waited a few meters away. The rain was coming down harder and David shivered. Two people emerged from the bushes, a man and a woman wearing thick rain jackets. Fāxiàn showed them to the body and they stood silent for a moment before the woman began to wail into the man’s arms. The man kept his composure and negotiated with Fāxiàn over the sobs of the woman. Her face remained buried in the man’s shoulder, her body shuddering with grief. Fāxiàn took an envelope from the man and opened it to count the bouquet of bank notes it contained. Fāxiàn nodded at the man before they shook hands and the man waved at the bushes. Two men appeared carrying a stretcher and a sleeping bag. They wrapped the body up and loaded it onto the stretcher before carrying it off into the bushes and out of site. The man and woman bowed to Fāxiàn and he bowed back before they too disappeared into the bushes.

      “Looked like closure to me,” said David, “or something like it.”

      Jiang nodded at David but didn’t say anything.

      David clapped his hands together. “I guess we can call it a day then. Let’s go, I need to get out of this rain.” Both he and Jiang turned to head back to the boat.

      “You can’t go yet,” said Fāxiàn in perfect English. “She is not finished with you.”

      David and Jiang turned back at the same time.

      “You speak English,” said David stunned.

      “There is a lot about me you don’t know, Westerner,” said Fāxiàn.

      David and Jiang had been so surprised they didn’t notice the sticky mud beneath their feet slowly grow softer and stickier. The mud bubbled over their shoes and slithered up their legs, pinning them in place. David tugged and yanked and pulled but he was stuck.

      “What the hell is going on?” David yelled trying to free his legs. Jiang had started wailing in Chinese at a panicked speed. David didn’t need to speak the language to understand what was going on. A man begging for his life sounds the same in any tongue. The inside of David’s mouth went dry and adrenaline coursed through his body, tightening his muscles and making his heart clobber.

      Jiang raised his trembling arm and pointed his finger at Fāxiàn. “Shuǐ guǐ!” he moaned. It was the only word David could pick up because he kept screaming it over and over again. “Shuǐ guǐ! Shuǐ guǐ!” The colour had been snatched from Jiang’s skin, leaving him as pale as the full moon. His face overflowed in a quivering mess of tears and mucus.

      “You both belong to the river now,” said Fāxiàn. “And once she has your souls, your bodies will belong to me.”

      “You can’t do this!” said David. “People will come looking for us!”

      “They most definitely will,” said Fāxiàn. “And when they do, I will charge them a handsome sum for each of you. But first, she will have you.” The old boatman pointed a filthy finger to the silt saturated waters of the river, still being pelted by rainfall.

      “After my son disappeared in the flood,” Fāxiàn continued. “I came out here looking for him. I spent days combing the waters and searching the banks for his body. On the third day I searched until after it got dark. That was when she called out to me the first time. She told me things, things no man is meant to know. I could not escape her, I was not even safe in my dreams. She would call to me. She promised if I brought enough souls to her waters that she would one day reunite me with my son. She would show him to me in her waves and ripples. I would catch just a glimpse of his face, but I know she still has him, somewhere deep down there in the cold and the dark. You will help me see my son again and you will help make me money too.”
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